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The Center for Constitutional Rights (“CCR”) respectfully submits this testimony in support of
S.3695, an act to repeal Section 50-a of the New York Civil Rights Law. CCR is dedicated to
supporting social justice movements in their fight for liberation and the defense of their civil and
human rights. Through litigation, advocacy, and strategic communications, CCR works to
challenge and dismantle systems of oppression and build power in communities under threat. We
also employ Freedom of Information Act requests and state open records laws to support social
justice movements and to uncover potentially abusive and discriminatory government policies and
practices, including those of law enforcement agencies. As part of this work, CCR successfully
challenged the New York City Police Department’s discriminatory and abusive policing practices
in Floyd et al. v. City of New York. In a groundbreaking decision, a federal judge found the NYPD
liable for a pattern and practice of racial profiling and unconstitutional stops. As a result, the NYPD
is currently under a federal monitorship to oversee court-ordered reforms to address its biased and
unlawful policing.
I.

AFFIRMS NEW YORK’S LONG-STANDING POLICY OF OPEN
GOVERNMENT AND COMMITMENT TO THE PROTECTION OF MARGINALIZED
COMMUNITIES.

REPEALING 50-A

New York has long committed to a policy of open government and “maximum access” of
information to the public in order to foster a freer and more democratic society.1 It is the public’s
“right to know the process of governmental decision making,” and to “expose abuses” that enables
us to hold our governments accountable.2 When it comes to government misconduct, especially
that of the police, these foundational principles ring especially true. Yet, Civil Rights Law 50-a
(“50-a”), stands in unwavering opposition to New York’s commitment to these principles by
creating a nearly impenetrable black box that enables “official secrecy.”3
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The immense power that police officers hold over the public is indisputable. Police, unlike most
other public servants, “have the power to terminate constitutional protected liberty,” most
importantly, the state sanctioned authority to take a life; “with this power comes great
responsibility, as well as the need for appropriate oversight.”4 Because police officers can and do
wield this power, the public has an equally immense, if not exceeding, need for transparency and
information to ensure police departments behave in ways that are lawful and consistent with
democratic and community values.
These principles and commitments are shared nationwide. Conversations about and movements
for police accountability are demanding, and achieving, increased transparency and access to
information. New York, which has prided itself on leading the nation with progressive principles
and efforts to protect historically vulnerable and marginalized communities, lags far behind by
having 50-a, the most draconian secrecy law in the nation, on its books. Moreover, police
departments like the New York Police Department (“NYPD”) and New York courts have
increasingly broadened the scope of 50-a, distorting the law’s original narrow intent.5 As it stands,
interpretations of 50-a have severely restricted the public’s access to redacted records,6
substantiated civilian complaint histories,7 and even summaries of officer discipline.8 This stands
in sharp contrasts to the laws in at least twelve states that permit disclosure of information relating
to officer misconduct and discipline.9
Locally, numerous stakeholders have recognized the urgent need to uphold our commitment to
meaningful transparency, including members of the media, the NYC Bar Association, and family
members of people who have been killed by police officers.10
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Repealing 50-a is a critical and necessary step towards affirming New York’s commitment
to those communities who experience abusive and discriminatory policing, by removing a
harmful barrier to transparency, accountability, and justice.11
II.

REPEALING 50-A

IS A MATTER OF PUBLIC SAFETY, PARTICULARLY
HISTORICALLY VULNERABLE AND MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES.

FOR

The importance of the legitimacy of our government institutions and the need for the public’s trust
in them cannot be overstated. Legitimacy and trust are particularly important in the law
enforcement context because of the impact on the public’s daily lives and safety. Time and again,
communities, especially those most directly impacted by officer misconduct, have called for
greater access to information about the public employees meant to protect them. Without this
information, the public cannot meaningfully engage in discourse over how to address the
government abuses that harm them, their families, and communities. Moreover, lack of
transparency around conduct that undermines public confidence in its institutions can discourage
the filing of complaints.12 Instead of promoting public safety, 50-a turns it on its head by
providing abusive and potentially dangerous officers—and the institutions that do not
adequately remediate them—the benefit of hiding behind 50-a’s cloak of secrecy.13
The Center for Constitutional Rights and the class of plaintiffs in Floyd v. City of New York, know
first hand about the detrimental effects unlawful and abusive policing has on the lives of New
Yorkers. Floyd exposed the NYPD’s institutional practice of racial profiling and unlawful stop,
question, and frisks of Black and Latinx New Yorkers.14 Importantly, the case also exposed
NYPD’s “deliberate indifference” to its officers’ abuses: “when confronted with evidence of
unconstitutional stops, the NYPD routinely denies the accuracy of the evidence, refuses to impose
meaningful discipline, and fails to effectively monitor the responsible officers for future
misconduct.”15 Floyd exemplifies the potential for police to abuse their power and cause real and
lasting harm to historically marginalized communities on a grand scale. For example, the case
proved that the NYPD failed to adequately investigate and impose discipline in response to
allegations of racial profiling.16 A recent report by New York City’s Office of the Inspector
General reveals disturbing and continuing problems with regards to addressing racial profiling
allegations in the NYPD—not one of nearly 2,500 complaints of racial profiling or biased policing
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between 2014 and 2017 has been substantiated by the department.17 Consequently, this implies
that not one of those complaints resulted in adequate discipline. Even if this is not the case, the
public cannot know for certain due to the severe restrictions of 50-a. In addition, Floyd revealed
that the NYPD has historically failed to pursue any meaningful discipline against officers with
substantiated complaints by the Civilian Complaint Review Board (“CCRB”) and historically
downgraded the CCRB’s recommended discipline.18
Similar to the issues with biased policing within the NYPD, we can glean from leaks of information
to the media and independent reporting (notwithstanding the substantial barriers to information
erected by 50-a) that issues around lack of effective or meaning discipline are on-going.19 Even
for serious misconduct, officers continue to be given mere oral reprimands, “Instructions” or sent
to training (the predominant disciplinary penalties), if disciplined at all.20 Perhaps most striking,
reporting in 2018 revealed that the NYPD had failed to discipline or fire officers who engaged in
misconduct ranging from sexual assault, stomping on someone’s head, falsifying documents,
conducting illegal searches, and more.21 These are disturbing trends to say the least, and 50-a
stands as a barrier to the public’s understanding of why these trends have occurred and perhaps
more importantly, why they endure.
As a result of the court’s findings and rulings in Floyd, the NYPD is currently under a federal
monitorship that is overseeing and implementing court ordered reforms to remediate the issues
that came to light during trial. Furthermore, a court-ordered Facilitator, Honorable Judge Ariel
Belen, oversaw a consultative process with communities most impacted by the NYPD’s abusive
and discriminatory practices to assess and develop additional and necessary reforms that would
begin to remediate these issues. Judge Belen tackled, amongst others, issues of discipline and noted
the importance of transparency and accountability, and centering the experiences of directlyimpacted community members.22 Unsurprisingly, Judge Belen recommended critical disciplinary
reforms, including timely disciplinary actions, publication of monthly discipline reports,
progressive discipline, and most importantly, increased attention to the public understanding of
disciplinary standards.23 As a barrier to public information about law enforcements disciplinary
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systems and officer misconduct, 50-a severely undermines the public’s ability to ensure these
important recommendations are implemented in any meaningful way.
The Floyd case, and indicia of outstanding problems, underscores the crucial need for the public
to understand the disciplinary systems of their police departments in order to provide oversight
and remedial efforts, including meaningful and effective discipline, none of which can happen
without true transparency.24 In light of these systemic issues, New York should not continue to
protect potentially violent and dangerous officials, and the departments that fail to adequately
discipline them, at the expense of vulnerable and directly-impacted communities.
III.

CONCLUSION

The time to repeal 50-a is now and the reasons are plentiful. 50-a undermines important and longlasting policies of open government, government accountability, and the commitment to protecting
the rights of vulnerable and marginalized communities. It is no secret that the crucial need for
police accountability remains in New York and nationally. By repealing 50-a, New York will take
in important step toward increasing police accountability, public safety, and justice.
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